This paper contains the results of the 1996 National Smoking Prevalence Survey. Of a representative sample of 120 000 adults aged 15 or over, 67% of the men and 4.2% of the women smoked. The rates for people aged 15-24 were lower, since it is in this age range that most smokers start the habit. Thus, 300 million people in China are current smokers. Among people aged 25-49, the prevalence of smoking was 69% among males (66% urban, 71 % rural) and 2% among females (1 % urban, 3% rural). In addition, 53% of non-smokers are exposed to passive smoking. Data from the prevalence survey were cross-tabulated by level of education, occupation, region, ethnic group and numerous variables related to knowledge and attitudes about smoking.
Background
Almost 1 million people in China die every year from diseases caused by tobacco. If current smoking patterns persist, however, tobacco will cause about 2 million deaths annually by the year 2025, and about 50 million of people now living will eventually die from smoking in middle age (Liu et a1., 1998; Niu et a1., 1998) . The 1996 Smoking Prevalence Survey provides the first nationwide information since 1984 (Weng et a1., 1997) on patterns of tobacco use, and the methods used ensure data of high quality that are representative of the adult population of China (Yang, 1997; Yang et a1., 1999) .
Methods
The survey was conducted in a popUlation covered by the 'disease surveillance points' system, which covers a representative sample of rural and urban areas in China. One thousand households were selected from each of 145 disease surveillance points in 30 provinces by a randomized, three-stage sampling method. A total of 123 030 people over the age of15 were interviewed; 122700 (99.7%) were included in the final analysis, of whom 53% were men and 47% women, and 34% lived in urban and 66% in rural areas. When compared with the 1990 census, persons aged 15-24 were underrepresented, but the survey sample was otherwise similar with regard to the distribution of characteristics such as age, sex, rural:urban ratio, level of education, occupation and geographical distribution. The survey questionnaire elicited information on demographics, the prevalence of smoking, passive smoking, smoking cessation, health status and knowledge and attitudes towards smoking. After trained interviewers had surveyed each household, a random sample of 5% of the respondents was selected for independent re-interview, to ensure reliability. Statistical analysis was done with the SAS software package.
Results
In China, smoking is chiefly a male activity, with 67% of men and only 4.2% of women ever having smoked, giving an overall rate of 38%. The prevalence of current smokers is 63% of men, 4% of women and 35% overall. Table 1 shows the current smoking rates by age for men and women living in urban and rural areas. As smoking is usually initiated between the ages of 15 and 24, the prevalence among people in this age range was misleadingly low, but that among people aged 25-49 was 69% for men (66% urban, 71% rural) and 2% for women (1% urban, 3% rural). Although the mean consumption per smoker was 15 cigarettes per day (a figure that is also suggested by national cigarette sales), there was strong • digit preference' in the responses, with many smokers reporting 20 cigarettes a day and few reporting more than this number. Smokers who reported smoking more than 20 cigarettes per day represented 7.5% of the men, 0.2% of the women and 4% of the total population. Among men, particularly in rural areas, the prevalence is high throughout adult life, but among women it is substantially lower among those aged under 50 (i.e. those born after 1945) than among women who were born earlier. Smoking rates decline with level of education, from about 70% among men with little or no schooling to 54% among those with university education and more. Among women, the rates by educational level are between 7.6 and 1.1 %, the latter rate representing the most highly educated women.
Smoking rates by occupation show that, among men, the following groups have rates of70% or more: farmers, factory workers, service personnel, employees of private companies, the self-employed and the 'floating population' (with no fixed residence). The rates among male teachers, health workers, researchers and officials are about 60%, which is still substantial; this high prevalence is of special concern because these groups are primary role models for other people, especially the young. Among women, the distribution is distinctly different, with the highest rate of about 10% among retired people and those doing housework. The lowest rates are for female teachers, researchers and students, with health workers in the mid-range.
Among older men, the smoking rates are higher in rural than in urban areas. Among women up to 50 years of age, the rural rates are also higher, but older urban women have slightly higher rates than rural women, reaching a peak of 14% for urban women over the age of 65. Differences in smoking by region show that male rates are high everywhere but are slightly higher than average in the southwest, which is where much of the tobacco in China is grown. The regional differences among women are much greater, with much higher rates in the north-east. Different patterns were found among the minority groups, which together make up about 7% of China's population. The highest rates in the country are among the Yao in the southwest, with 90% of men and 13% of women smoking, although in this area there is extensive use of traditional bamboo pipes, which filter the smoke through water. Other groups with smoking rates higher than 60% are the Mongols and Koreans in the north and the Zhuang and Dai in the south. The lowest rates are found among Muslim minorities in the north-west, such as the Uighur and Hui. The rates are much lower among minority women, but rates above 10% are found among the Vi, Mongol and Yao peoples.
